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 Public participation and agency 
in art museums 
 Emilie Sitzia 
 11 
 In the last few decades, art museums have seen a shift in their perceived roles 
and the contexts in which they operate. The perception of the role of the 
art museum has gradually transformed from an institution solely presenting 
and defending the culture(s) of the elite (Jordan & Weedon 1995; Bal 1996; 
Ferguson, Greenberg & Nairne 1996; Borg & Mayo 2010; McCall & Gray 
2014; Clover 2015), to one also promoting alternative forms of content, 
knowledge transfer and production. Within the framework of the new 
museology, museums saw attempts at democratization and at the repre-
sentation of multiple voices by working with communities to provide criti-
cal views of museums’ history, theories and practices ( Dewey 1916/2008 ; 
 Vergo 1989 ; Mairesse & Desvallées 2007). From seeing the museum as a 
“contact zone” ( Clifford 1999 ), to a social inclusion tool ( Sandell 1998 , 
 2002 ,  2003 ) and a constructivist terrain of knowledge production ( Hein 
1999 ;  Falk & Dierking 2000 ), the museum has taken on a wide range of 
new potential roles. 1 These multifarious roles are sometimes contradictory 
and at odds with more general expectations regarding the traditional role 
of museums. Art museums are simultaneously asked to serve as a temple 
of the elite’s art and as an instrument for democratic emancipation ( Noch-
lin 1972 ;  Sitzia 2017 ). Museums, therefore, are not neutral spaces and the 
forms of participation, modes of presentation and content they offer to 
audiences determine their position in society. As Clover noted, “Public art 
galleries and museums do take sides” ( Clover 2015 , p. 303). 
 As the function of the museum was questioned, the perception of the 
role of audiences within museums also changed. As Hooper Greenhill 
wrote, “The age of the passive visitor has passed, to be superseded by 
the age of the active and discriminating ‘consumer’ or ‘client’” ( Hooper-
Greenhill 1992 , pp. 210–211). While Hooper-Greenhill’s consumerist 
presentation might seem grim, it also denotes recognition of the active 
roles visitors now play in institutions. As a consequence of this shift in the 
role of the art museum and that of its audience, the perception of learning 
in that space has also shifted. 2 From a unidirectional and authoritative 
model, learning in art museums is now widely understood as multiform. 3 
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 For the purpose of this chapter I will focus on art museums because the 
narratives and interpretations of artworks stay relatively open to audi-
ence contribution, especially when it comes to attributing meaning or con-
structing narratives related to artworks. As Ferguson remarked, “the idea 
that meanings are impossibly unstable is embraceable because inevitable. 
With works of art, meanings are only produced in context and that is a 
collective, negotiated, debated and shifting consensual process of deter-
mination” ( 1996 , p. 186). This instability of meaning and fluid official 
narratives has led to a great variety of participatory practices ( Sitzia 2018 ) 
and to the general claim that art and art museums are potential tools for 
audience emancipation ( Jung 2010 ;  Clover 2015 ;  Sitzia 2017 ). So-called 
participatory practices have become omnipresent in art museums. 4 
 This chapter analyses how participatory practices in art museums 
build diverse forms of public agency. I will first investigate what public 
agency is in the context of the art museum, how it relates to key concepts 
such as empowerment, ownership, knowledge creation and learning. I 
will also present what kind of agency is created, allowed and acceptable 
in the art museum. I will then look closely at the relationship between 
various forms of participatory practices in art museums and agency. I will 
focus on three key types of participatory practices that are particularly 
productive in terms of public agency: meaning making, co-creation of 
artworks or events and participatory collection management activities. 5 
For each of these three practices I will investigate, on theoretical grounds, 
the level of agency, the output and the educational framework of such 
practices. For each practice, I will therefore ask: 
 • what kind of public agency is created? 
 • who benefits in terms of knowledge production? 
 • what kind of power relationship and agency dynamic is implied in 
the learning models underpinning such participatory practices? 
 Investigating participation through agency, this chapter aims to contrib-
ute to the theoretical debates about the role and impact of participation in 
the arts. This chapter positions itself firmly in the field of art museum par-
ticipation and cultural education. It aims to focus on matters of knowl-
edge creation, learning, engagement and ultimately emancipation of the 
participant through public agency. In this regard, this chapter builds on 
the works of the likes of Richard Sandell, Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Nina 
Simon, Jacques Rancière, Yuha Jung and Bernadette Lynch. 
 Museums as battlefields of agency: Public 
agency in the museum 
 Museums have been presented as “frontier” zones; that is, zones “where 
learning is created, new identities are forged; new connections are made 
Participation and agency in art museums 187
between disparate groups and their own histories” ( Golding 2009 , p. 4; 
 Philip 1992 ). This “frontier” could also be seen as a battlefield of agen-
cies. In this regard, art museums are particularly interesting as not only 
do they often make visible this battle of agency, but their content also 
allows them to experiment, reevaluate dominant narratives and involve 
audiences in creative ways. 
 Defining agency in art museums 
 Defining agency in the art museum is a difficult task; however, it is 
important to distinguish agency from empowerment and ownership, 
two terms that are unfortunately often used in literature and in practice 
as equivalent to agency. Empowerment is a possible result of agency, 
but it is distinct from it and is socially and culturally determined. 
While agency and empowerment often go hand in hand, it is not un-
imaginable that a specific group or target visitor feels empowered in a 
museum without necessarily having agency in the matter. For example, 
being represented in a collection has proven to contribute to feelings of 
empowerment even though the agency in terms of selecting or exhib-
iting the artwork does not rest with the audience.  Lynch (2017 ) has 
convincingly shown that “inclusive” practices can very easily become 
problematic token practices when the agency of the participant is not 
respected. Social inclusion ideals and empowerment do not necessarily 
go hand in hand. 
 Ownership, another term often conflated with agency, is also a possible 
result of agency but is distinct from it. Ownership has more to do with 
autobiography and self-narrative. No intention is necessary for a sense of 
ownership to develop. Once again, if a specific artwork is encountered 
and triggers a sense of ownership (belonging to one’s own frame of cul-
tural reference), while there is a visible outcome (belonging), no action is 
needed on the part of the audience (aside from taking ownership), nor is 
there an original intention on the part of the visitor. 
 While there are a number of museum scholars who have worked on 
agency in the museum context (for example, see  Fyfe 1995 ;  Sandell 
2002 ;  Kirchberg 2007 ;  Coffee 2008 ;  Cameron 2015), a specific defini-
tion of agency that is operationalisable in terms of empirical research and 
evaluation – two key aspects of participatory practices research – is still 
missing from the art museum studies field. Rather, it is in another field, 
that of video game studies, that agency is most relevantly and precisely 
defined. Indeed for Mateas: 
 Agency is the feeling of empowerment that comes from being able to 
take actions in the world whose effects relate to the player’s inten-
tion. 6 This is not mere interface activity. If there are many buttons 
and knobs for the player to twiddle, but all this twiddling has little 
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effect on the experience, there is no agency. Furthermore, the effect 
must relate to the player’s intention. If, in manipulating the interface 
elements, the player does have an effect on the world, but they are 
not the effects that the player intended . . . then there is no agency. 
 (Mateas & Stern 2005, p. 21) 
 Three elements stand out from this definition of agency when applied to 
an art museum environment: 
 •  intention ; that is, the defining of goals, large or small 
 •  action ; that is, an active participation element, the ‘doing’ part 
 •  outcome/effect ; that is, a result in line with the goals originally set 
 It should be stressed that  all elements are necessary to create agency . 
 As one can infer from this definition of agency, participatory practices 
don’t necessarily create agency as this also depends on how successfully 
they use design, implement the project and on the way in which results/
outcomes are shared and made visible (or not). In order to trigger agency, 
rigorous design of participatory activity is essential. As noted by  Simon 
(2010 ) and Mateas & Stern (2005), the balance between constraints 
(material and formal) is essential for the player/participant to experience 
agency. However, it is not the case that participatory practices should be 
offered by the institution or the artist without any rules or framing. A 
game without rules is not fun to play. Instead, the design should ensure a 
balance between constraints and respect for the participant’s agency (that 
is, their intention, action and output). 
 Agencies in the art museum 
 Art museums, along with many other museums, can therefore be per-
ceived as sites where various agencies clash, especially if we think of the 
museum not as a whole entity but as a panel of individual agencies (that 
of the people working in the museum). Hein posits that the museum is 
an “ethically freighted entity” that “exists over and above the individual 
people who work there or are in charge”, further arguing that it “must 
be understood that such identities interlace insofar as the museum’s deci-
sions and agency take the form of human beings thinking, deciding, and 
acting in concert” ( Hein 2011 , p. 215). Similarly, Gilbert argues that 
museums tend to absorb individual agencies and render them invisible 
( Gilbert 2016 ). This composite agency of the museum creates a tense 
field of practice, and as Lagerkvist posits, “diversity in itself makes con-
troversy unavoidable” ( Lagerkvist 2006 , p. 54). 
 But which agencies are in conflict in an art museum? There is first the 
perceived agency of the overall institution (expressed in its board nomi-
nation, its regulations, its budget allocation or its mission statement, for 
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example). Then there are the agencies of various departments (conserva-
tion, curatorial, education, marketing etc.). The various individuals in 
each department also have a certain amount of agency at stake. Then, 
following in Latour’s and Larson’s footsteps, there is the agency of the 
objects exhibited ( Latour 1993 ;  Larson 2009 ). Such objects have a “mul-
tivocal quality” ( Larson 2009 , pp. 243–244). Not to be forgotten, the 
agency of the exhibition space allows or promotes certain practices within 
the institution. 7 The agency of the external stakeholders should also not 
be underestimated in a public institutional context: artists, politicians, 
funders etc., all have agency that impacts on the museum. Finally, there 
is the public agency, on which this chapter seeks to focus its attention. 
 Agency, knowledge production and learning in 
the art museum 
 As the role of the museum evolved, matters of emancipation and inclusiv-
ity came to the fore ( Sandell 2003 ;  Jung 2010 ;  Sitzia 2017 ). It is within 
that framework that public agency came under scrutiny. Public agency 
is closely linked to issues of knowledge production and conceptions of 
learning. Indeed, if we consider public agency as a process ( intention fol-
lowed by  action leading to an  outcome ), the outcome of this process is a 
form of knowledge production. The process itself, the ways in which this 
knowledge is produced, is a learning process. For public agency to take 
place there must be an intention, action and output. As mentioned, this 
output can be identified as various forms of knowledge production. 
 Knowledge has been usefully defined by Gottschalk as a cluster concept 
with seven characteristics. According to Gottschalk Mazouz, knowledge: 
 • has a practical aspect 
 • is person-bound or not (personalized or represented knowledge co-
exist and are dependent) 
 • has a normative structure 
 • is internally networked (linked to existing internal knowledge) 
 • is externally networked 
 • is dynamic 
 • has institutional contexts 
 ( Gottschalk-Mazouz 2008 ) 
 This definition of knowledge shows how it has gradually expanded 
beyond factual, normative information and is supplemented by the devel-
opment of diverse individual cognitive skills (such as analytical, critical, 
internal and external networking skills etc.), various individual emo-
tional skills (such as empathy, expanded imagination, creativity etc.), a 
wide variety of individual psychomotor skills (such as how to look at a 
painting, move in a limited space, manipulate an artwork etc.) as well as 
190 Emilie Sitzia
a range of social skills (normative museum behaviour or communication 
skills, for example). 
 These processes of knowledge production are linked to the agency of 
the museum public. Indeed, while the knowledge produced has an institu-
tional context, this knowledge impacts on and is impacted by the ability 
of the public to make independent critical decisions. 
 It is precisely in that process of knowledge production that learning in 
the art museum takes place. As noted above, knowledge production and 
therefore learning in the art museum goes well beyond cognitive engage-
ment and information transfer, and extends into emotional, psychomotor 
and social learning and skills development ( Sitzia 2018 ). As Illeris noted, 
there is not necessarily a disjunction between personal and social forms 
of learning in the museum ( Illeris 2006 , p. 23), and the agency of partici-
pants can be individual or collective. However, all these various learning 
relationships imply various levels of participation and also various levels 
of agency on the part of the public and the institution. 
 Accepted modes of public agency in the art museum 
 There are standard modes of accepted public agency in museums. As Hill 
noted, traditionally, public agency in museums is limited to specific areas 
such as volunteering, donating or visiting ( Hill 2011 , p. 220). However, 
new modes of participation have encouraged a shift in accepted forms 
of public agency in the museum. Participatory practices can be seen as 
particularly tense areas in terms of agency negotiation because a certain 
amount of authority is given from the institution and its myriad individ-
ual agencies to the public. As Cornwall stressed, “participation as praxis 
is, after all, rarely a seamless process; rather, it constitutes a terrain of 
contestation, in which relations of power between different actors, each 
with their own ‘projects’, shape and reshape the boundaries of action” 
( Cornwall 2008 , p. 276). I believe the use of agency as a measuring 
factor – and as a promotion of deeper participation (especially the link 
between outcome and intention) – can be beneficial as a framework to 
further think about participation in art museums. 
 Defining participation through agency 
 Participatory practices in art museums are complicated by issues of the 
autonomy of the artwork and the social engagement of the artist or the 
institution. This has led to a myriad of definitions and understandings of 
participation within the artistic field. In the art museum, the term ‘par-
ticipation’ has come to cover a range of public, institutional and artistic 
practices ranging from attendance to contribution, collaboration, inter-
pretation, co-creation of artworks or events and collection management 
activities. This disparity in the use of the term often leads to problems of 
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communication and expectation within the art institutions themselves 
and between art museums and their funding bodies, the public and the 
artists involved. 8 
 Researcher Anna Elffers and I therefore attempted to build a scale of 
participation specific to the art museum field ( 2016 ). We posited that par-
ticipation in the art museum created a specific type of challenge because 
of the various fields involved: artists and artworks, curatorship, educa-
tion and marketing. 9 The choice of the scale format was linked to recur-
ring issues of measurement of the impact of the arts and concerns from 
the field over token participation. Vestergaard Knudsen has traced the 
history of such participation ladders ( 2016 , p. 194). By working in that 
tradition and building on Arnstein’s model, we created a scale of the field’s 
understanding of participation ranging from attendance to co-creation of 
artworks and events. The scale aimed to facilitate internal and external 
communication about what participation means, what are the goals of 
the institution as a whole and what are the intended outcomes (for the 
institution and the audience). At the bottom of our art museum participa-
tion scale, on the negative side, was attendance, followed by contribution, 
collaboration and interpretation/co-creation of meaning. At the very top 
of the scale, on the positive side, was co-creation of an artwork/event. 
The aim of this scale was to clarify various levels of participation and 
help institutions better understand that all participation is not equal. 
 However, a young researcher, Noguera Vich, questioned our scale, ask-
ing what it actually measured. 10 I first tried to explain it through the 
distinction made by Kothari between presence, performance and power 
( Kothari 2001 ). But the core issue then became one of power, which 
didn’t reflect the reality of the complexity of art museum participatory 
practices. A visitor attending the museum already holds some form of 
power by virtue of attending the museum. So while power is indeed 
essential in the participatory dynamics in museums, I felt this should not 
be the measuring unit of the scale because choosing to enter a museum 
is already justifying and supporting the existence of the institution, for 
example. 11 As Cornwall pointed out, most of these ladders have been cre-
ated with a good/bad implication and a “focus on the intentionality, and 
associated approach, of those who initiate participation” ( 2008 , p. 270), 
when what we were originally trying to represent was what happened on 
the side of the participant (rather than the institution). In the meantime, 
the scale itself needed to be updated to encompass new types of participa-
tory practices emerging in the field that relate to governance aspects of 
institutions, such as participatory collection management, which I added 
at the very top of the scale. 
 This shift in practice led me to ask whether the participation had more 
to do with the audience’s sense of agency. Is agency the measure of all 
things participatory? Indeed, if one considers the definition of agency as 
intention, action and output/effect, it aligns with thinking on participatory 
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practices and emancipation of the public ( Rancière 1991 ;  Jung 2010 ;  ten 
Thije 2018 ). But it is also quite clear that in the context of agency, the 
ladder format oversimplifies the situation. This format doesn’t reflect the 
variety of practices that reside under the same “label”; for example, co-
creation can mean a myriad of things depending on the museum, the 
national and even regional environment or the design. Furthermore, as 
Cornwall notes, “being involved in a process is not equivalent to having 
a voice” ( 2008 , p. 278). Therefore, it is important to clarify what kind of 
agency is being promoted by the institutions in various types of participa-
tory practices, what kind of knowledge is being created for whom and 
what kind of learning framework underpins those practices that already 
assume and encourage a certain agency dynamic. 
 Public agency, knowledge creation and learning in 
the art museum 
 In order to answer these questions, this chapter focuses on three key 
types of participatory practices: meaning making, co-creation of art-
works or events and collection management activities. I outline below 
what should happen in theory. Further field research is needed to con-
firm this theoretical model. These three types of participatory practices 
have been chosen as they are often perceived as particularly productive 
in terms of public agency and are common practices in art museums. 
They represent a range of engagement with the public and a variety 
of ideological choices in the art museum environment. However, such 
practices are not unambiguous. Each meaning-making, co-creation and 
collection management activity will be very different depending on the 
museum, the various contexts and the participants themselves. I aim 
here to look at the underlying structures and agency dynamic implied in 
such models. As Kirchberg points out, museum visits are a combination 
of “determining structures and individual determination” ( Kirchberg 
2007 , p. 118). The determining structures for participatory practices are 
their knowledge creation processes and underpinning learning theories 
and values. 
 Meaning making 
 As a form of participation, meaning making is debated: just how partici-
patory is it? Indeed, attending an art exhibition and interpreting works 
seem to be a rather minimal and superficial form of participation. How-
ever, Falk and Dierking argue convincingly for meaning making as an 
important participatory activity ( 2000 ). Similarly, Hill argues that inter-
pretation is a form of “performance of identity” ( Hill 2011 , p. 221), and 
Csikszentmihalyi sees it as a core activity to trigger creativity ( 1996 ). 
Such participatory activities can take the form of label-writing exercises 
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and interactive guided tours but also simply “response” exercises such as 
post-it walls or social media reactions to the works. 
 If we consider the form public agency takes in the meaning-making 
process,  intention from the public is present. It is a very individual form 
of intention that is linked to a visitor’s wish to attend an exhibition, to 
encounter the artworks and to spend time pondering those artworks, as 
well as to the visitor’s ability to network existing knowledge. Therefore, 
the audience’s intention is definitely present in meaning-making activi-
ties.  Action , the second requirement for agency, is present, but it is an 
abstract, intellectual and cognitive form of action. By recognizing specific 
patterns and by developing internal and external networks, the audience 
member is actively shaping and interacting with the artwork. Cognitive 
and emotional learning take place and as such the  outcome/effect is lim-
ited to knowledge construction in the learners themselves and is therefore 
not necessarily visible and shared unless the design of the activity actively 
plans for it. 
 In terms of the learning model, we can say here that this type of partici-
pation matches Rancière’s model of the ignorant schoolmaster ( Rancière 
1991 ). The role of the “ignorant museum” is then to choose objects – 
“ chose commune ” – and promote engagement with those objects from 
the audience ( Sitzia 2017 ). The learning is focussed on the individual 
and assumes an equality of intelligence. Jung argued that such a model 
could reduce elitism in the institution ( 2010 ) as it would not only take 
the object seriously but also the meaning ascribed by the audience onto 
this object ( Sitzia 2017 ). 
 In terms of knowledge production, the public is the main beneficiary of 
the knowledge created. The institution is only a beneficiary of this type 
of participation if it sets up a way to collect the results of this meaning-
making process and then uses them in its cataloguing or mediation pro-
gramme or to inform further acquisition, for example. Artists rarely have 
access to the results of this meaning-making process and therefore would 
not be considered beneficiaries in this type of participatory model. 12 
 Meaning making, in terms of public agency creation and knowledge 
production, is then a productive form of participatory practice. The 
learning model underpinning such participatory activities (while debated 
as a form of participatory practice) implies a relatively balanced relation-
ship of power and active public agency. 
 Co-creation 
 Co-creation is often seen in the art world and in policy development 
as an ideal form of participation. Such participation can take the form 
of the co-creation of an event, exhibition or an artwork and typically 
involves the bodies, minds or experience of the participants. In real-
ity, such projects are, and often need to be, relatively controlled. Being 
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invited to engage in these types of participatory practices doesn’t neces-
sarily create agency. There is a difference between giving people choice 
within a limited environment and giving them agency. Of course, the par-
ticipants will have decided to “play”, so there is an  intention , but it is 
very limited (mostly the intention to participate). This is especially true if 
the institution/artist didn’t reveal its broader objectives. The intention of 
the institution/artist is not necessarily divulged when engaging an audi-
ence in a co-creation process: this further reduces the actual agency of 
the participants. Because public intention is not necessarily as free and 
individual in this form of participation and because of its more collec-
tive and negotiated nature within an existing frame, it shapes the kind of 
agency (if any agency at all) given to the participant. For example, being a 
participant in a participatory artwork and being given a card to read out 
loud limits (if not erases) the agency of the participants. 
 In such practices,  action on the part of the audience can be abstract 
(such as coming up with a consultation process tool) but can also be very 
concrete (such as building an artwork or organizing an event). Learn-
ing in that context is more complex and layered. Cognitive and psycho-
motor learning can happen depending on the project, while emotional 
learning and social learning are almost always present in such contexts. 
The  outcome/effect is also more collective and is commonly perceived as 
simultaneously identity building and community building. 
 In terms of learning theory, experiential learning and social learning 
are more relevant. Experiential learning asks for a range of modes of 
engagement and a reflection on the process. As explained by Dewey: 
 To “learn from experience” is to make a backward and forward con-
nection between what we do to things and what we enjoy or suffer 
from things in consequence. 
 ( 1916 ) 
 It is therefore important that for such projects to be learning experiences, 
they must have built into their design a reflective moment for both the 
institution and the participants. 
 As for social learning, Wenger outlines that in order to enter a com-
munity of practice one needs three basic modes of identification: engage-
ment (with concrete participatory practices), alignment (positioning 
oneself in a community and its framework) and imagination ( Wenger 
1998 , p. 189). These three processes often happen in the context of co-
creation. Furthermore, for Wenger, learning is at the centre of the basic 
components of communities of practice. Learning is then linked to prac-
tice (learning as doing), to community (learning as belonging), to identity 
(learning as becoming) and to meaning (learning as experience). They are 
all key elements in the learning process and in co-creative participatory 
practices ( Wenger 2009 , p. 211). 
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 In the case of co-creation, the agency created is limited and the bound-
aries and control of the institution, even when following best practices, 
remain quite high. The knowledge production benefits the participating 
public (if a reflective moment is integrated in the design of the co-creation 
project, which is not always the case), the institution (as it centralizes and 
displays the common knowledge created by the project) and the artist (as 
a member of the community of practice within the co-creation process). 
Therefore, co-creation, which is often perceived as a very “participatory” 
practice, in effect creates a rather limited public agency. 
 Governance: Collection management 
 Participatory collection management is one of the most debated forms 
of participatory practice in the museum. It is often seen as threatening 
the expertise of museum staff and is even perceived by some as a form of 
populism. But there are true democratic forms of participatory practices 
involving the public in the purchasing, collecting, conserving and exhibit-
ing of collections. Such activities can take many forms, from citizen sci-
ence and collection tagging, to crowdsourcing artistic commissions. 
 However, as Lagerkvist highlights in his study of the Museum of World 
Culture, there are limitations to such practices. Even when the partici-
pants worked on the project for over a year, “The Museum’s limits for 
inclusion in professional areas were actually quite tight. Including non-
specialists in an intense specialist process of a major exhibition seemed 
both difficult and hazardous considering the time pressure we were 
working under” ( Lagerkvist 2006 , p. 59). Indeed, it is in these environ-
ments that the audience’s agency clashes in the most visible way with 
issues related to matters of museum staff expertise. Museum conserva-
tors, curators and managers have often studied and researched their area 
of expertise extensively and often have difficulty seeing the institutional 
benefits of such participatory practices. 
 If we look at the forms of agency delivered by this model,  intention is 
again limited and negotiated within existing frameworks. The public is 
rarely given “ carte blanche ” and must instead function within very strict 
boundaries.  Action on the part of the audience is important but is also 
heavily negotiated. The action in this context can be abstract (developing 
an exhibition concept, for example) but can also be practical (manage-
ment, selection and installation of artworks). The  outcome is again more 
collective: building identity and community is also at the core of this 
practice. Learning is at its richest: a combination of cognitive, emotional, 
psychomotor and social learning. 
 In terms of learning theories, Jarvis’s model of learning from primary 
experience is suitable to describe the process. For Jarvis, “all human learn-
ing begins with disjuncture – with either an overt question or with a sense 
of unknowing” ( Jarvis 2009 , p. 22). In this context, the social aspect and 
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the interaction between specialists and audience are key to learning, as 
learning is both existential and experiential. In his learning model, sensa-
tion or disjunction initiate and enable learning. However, to Jarvis, visitors 
cannot make meaning alone; they need a social interaction to be enabled 
as a learner. Therefore, the participatory practice must provide for a social 
context that encourages interaction between expert and participants. 
 In terms of knowledge production, while the public certainly acquires 
knowledge, the institution is the biggest beneficiary of such forms of 
participatory practices. The public learns about the institutions’ rules 
and limitations and a little about the expertise of the staff. The museum 
experts, on the other hand, gain a great insight into their audiences’ set 
of values and behaviours. The artists, if involved at all, benefit the least 
from such practices. 
 Therefore governance, which is perceived as the ultimate form of par-
ticipatory practice in terms of audience involvement in the institution, 
also doesn’t necessarily create public agency. 
 Conclusion: A call for a diversity of participatory 
practices and going beyond the ladder model 
 This theoretical exploration of various forms of participation and of 
public agency within these practices shows that there is enormous value 
in diversity of participatory practices. While some forms of participa-
tory practices will lead to a specific form of public agency that will itself 
allow for the development of a specific type of knowledge, others will 
benefit the institutions or society more broadly while limiting the agency 
of the public. 
 From this analysis it becomes clear that researchers and institutions 
should abandon scales as a way to model participatory practices. The 
scale format implies a hierarchy from full to empty participation when 
this chapter has shown that various types of agency are desirable and 
that some practices that are at the very bottom of such scales (such as 
meaning making) can actually translate into very high public agency. 
Therefore, institutions and researchers should look not for hierarchy but 
into the benefits of various formats and move towards a different form 
of modelling. This could take diverse forms. For example, Farrington and 
Bebbington (1993) proposed a model with two axes to assess participa-
tion according to depth (which would correspond to individual agency) 
and breadth (which could be understood as more general social impact). 
This could be adapted to art museum participation. Another potential 
matrix could be based on Rolan’s records continuum model of archival 
practices ( 2017 ). This model is more process- than outcome-focussed. 
It would need adaptation as it is concerned with archival practices, but 
these are close enough to museum practices to be of use. One could also 
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imagine a simpler mobile scale that would shift depending on the goals/
desired outcome (increased agency, building of community etc.) and the 
point of view adopted (institution, artist or visitor). 
 It is also important for institutions and policy makers to acknowl-
edge that some forms of participation reinforce exclusion by diminishing 
an individual’s agency. As Cornwall rightly noted, “although the term 
itself evokes a warm ring of inclusion, ‘participatory’ processes can serve 
to deepen the exclusion of particular groups unless explicit efforts are 
made to include them” ( Cornwall 2008 , p. 277). As such, a specific effort 
should be made to respect agency, especially when working with vul-
nerable groups. All researchers agree that respecting agency (that is, the 
intention, action and outcome continuum of the visitor) is essential in 
inclusion/exclusion mechanisms, strengthening self-worth and nurturing 
the voices of audiences (Newman & McLean 2004;  Lagerkvist 2006 ; 
 Cornwall 2008 ;  Lynch 2011 ,  2017 ). 
 Notes 
 1  But there is a lack of in-depth reflection on the fact that social inclusion does 
not necessarily lead to audience empowerment ( Lynch 2017 ;  Coffee 2008 ). 
 2  Learning is nowadays considered a key role of art museums ( Hooper-Green
hill 1999 ). 
 3 The various types of learning in museums is important to my argument about 
agency and will be detailed further on in the chapter. Indeed the various learn-
ing frameworks adopted by museums when designing participatory practices 
impact on agency dynamics. 
 4  On the definition of participatory practices in the artworld, see  Elffers and 
Sitzia (2016 ). For the purpose of this chapter the definition of participation 
will be re-developed in the section “Defining participation through agency”. 
  5  These three practices have been chosen as they represent a range of engage-
ment with the public, allow for a variety of ideological choices and are the most 
commonly used participatory techniques in the art museum environment. 
 6  I obviously disagree here with the conflation of agency and the feeling of 
empowerment (see earlier paragraph), but the rest of the definition seems 
very helpful. 
 7  The agency of artistic objects and museum spaces can arguably be seen as an 
extension of the agency(ies) of artists or the institution. But I will not debate 
these positions in this chapter. 
 8  Many examples of such misunderstandings are present in the rich volume of 
case studies put together by  McSweeney and Kavanagh (2016 ). 
 9  It is possible that the same variations are found in other types of museums, 
but further research is necessary to back up such a claim. 
 10  He went on to write a very interesting master’s thesis,  Museum participation 
or empty rituals? , at Maastricht University in 2017. 
 11  I then tried to align it with White’s work by attempting to apply nominal, 
instrumental, representative and transformative participation to our existing 
scale ( White 1996 ). But this attempt didn’t help clarify the nature of what is 
being measured. 
 12  This, of course, only applies to contemporary art museums or galleries. 
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